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The Asian Construction of Asia
Brij Tankha
When the Maya were asked the name of their lands they replied uic athan (we do not
understand). This “expression of incomprehension became the colonial name of the
land that is wrested from them.” Stephen Greenblatt, Marvellous Possessions: The
Wonder of the New World, (Chicago: Chicago University Press), 1991 pp. 103–104
Introduction
Distortion, incomprehension and domination have played their part in naming
places. The history of colonial domination left behind a legacy still readable in exist-
ing names and prevailing ideas. Successor governments and the peoples of these na-
tions have been wrestling with the vexing question of suitable alternatives. What in-
tellectual baggage do the new names carry? How far back does one need to go to
recover the “original” name of the place? In some cases mere orthographic change to
bring the spelling closer to the correct native pronunciation is sufficient; in others the
name is replaced and further debate ensues. (In India for instance Bombay is now
written Mumbai but Madras has become Chennai).
And what of Asia? Where does it begin and where does it end? Does it have either
cartographic or intellectual boundaries; does it refer to a supra-regional community
bound by spiritual, social and cultural affinities? Or, is it merely “this enmapped place
[which] has never been more than a simulacrum of something that has no substance”
(H. Haratoonian)1); an invention of Orientalism and inseparable from Euro-American
power over Asia (Edward Said, Orientalism). Geographical boundaries are drawn on
the basis of political and intellectual principles and are not merely markers for natural
boundaries. Yet these constructed identities and territories are not illusory.
What area falls within Asia?2) Originally it was used to denote the western part of
Asia Minor, Proconsular Asia a Roman province with Ephesus as its capital.3) The
area expanded with the times to include ultimately the whole continent. The knitting
of the region within the structures of colonial domination bound the countries of the
region in a relationship that was often distorted and skewed but nevertheless inextri-
cably linked.
Asian nations have had in their long and complex histories forged a sense of self
and territory that cannot be homogenised. These evolving identities have changed and
developed in many ways, often in conflict and at odds with their neighbours. This
history needs to be considered along with the mental categories imposed from the
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outside by the colonial powers. This essay is an exploratory attempt to examine the
processes that have shaped the way the peoples and nations of this region, Asia, have
categorised their neighbours and the world. In this essay the focus is mainly on Japan
but here I will touch only very briefly on China and India as well.
The history of these processes can be divided into three very broad periods. The
first is the pre-modern period when Asian nations came into contact with European
powers and their knowledge of the world increased and began to alter under the grow-
ing hegemony of the Western nations. The second period was marked by the colonisa-
tion of large parts of Asia but even the countries that were not fully colonised or
independent, such as Japan, worked within a colonial environment where the superi-
ority of Western civilisation and power was a widely acknowledged fact. Japan
within this structure created its own colonial empire and therefore had to redefine its
relations with its neighbours as well as its own sense of being Japanese. In the third
phase after World War II, as the process of de-colonisation strengthened, the old ver-
ities of Asia and Asianness were questioned and discarded as new principles, such as
Marxism or Non-alignment, bound the nations together in their search for equity and
dreams of progress. The last two decades have seen a growing expression of Asian-
ness and an assertion of difference based on values, culture and religion that replay
the colonial denigration with pride. This enmaped place has become embodied. What
are we to make of this?
It is with this question in mind that this essay will look at some of the conceptions
of the region and the world articulated within Asia, in particular in Japan. The purpose
of this exploration is to reflect on how to deal with intra-regional perceptions and
relations and the processes by which the history of this region has been inextricably
bound together. It is necessary to consider these inter-regional perceptions along with
Euro-American impositions in any formulation of a regional identity.
Europe and Asia
The early contacts between Europe and Asia were sustained by well-developed
trade routes and flourished till the time of the Achaemenid Empire of Persia but were
disrupted in the seventh century as Islam spread in the region. Islamic kingdoms then
became the major conduit for the exchange of information and knowledge between
the two regions, but as European explorations and trade expanded by the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries the nature and scale of interaction changed dramatically.4) Asia
had represented the three rich kingdoms of Cathay, Cipangu and the “Indies.” The
Renaissance adopted the “Indies” as a description for the lands east of the Indus from
the writings of Ptolemy and Strabo, who had used it to mark the limits of Hellenistic
world.
European maps from the later part of the sixteenth century had begun to define Asia
by its present boundaries: in G. Rucelli (1561), S. Munster (1575) and J. M. en Mes-
sina (1587).5) The voyages of exploration and discovery, trade and conquest as Euro-
pean power expanded were accompanied by extensive gathering of information:
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maps, records of social and political systems, grammars and descriptions of the flora
and fauna of the region. The maps, however always had Europe in the top left corner,
the traditional place to start reading a book in Western culture. Maps, as one of the
“technologies of surveillance” (Michael Foucault), were visual representations of
power. An illustrative example of the interest in acquiring and codifying information
is Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt in 1798 which included a party of nearly two hun-
dred savants — scientists, cartographers, surveyors, botanists, architects, geologists,
artists and others who recorded their findings and produced, La Description d’Egypte.
Their work laid the basis for the modern study of Egypt.
European society displayed a great desire to learn if only to control, but there were
other equally important reasons for this increasing curiosity. The Jesuits, for instance,
were interested above all in winning converts to their faith but in the process they
made great efforts to understand the societies that they worked in. In India and China,
for instance, they made a close study of the language, culture and philosophies of the
people. They became the major interpreters of China to the West and their reports
inspired and moved others to the study of China.
In the nineteenth century India became the centre of attention in Europe while
China, which had been the focus of Enlightenment interest, was now seen as a corrupt
and decrepit society. Alexis de Tocqueville, for example, “found it incomprehensible
that the eighteenth century Physiocrats should have had such an admiration for
China.”6) The new interest in India fuelled scholarly work. The translations of philo-
sophical texts by scholars like Anquetil Duperron (1723–1805) who translated the
Upanishads or William Jones (1746–94), who founded the Asiatic Society, deepened
knowledge of this area. This interest in Europe of Asia was a product in part of Ro-
manticism and served as a radical critique of European society. So for Jules Michelet,
for instance, it was “lofty Asia, the profound East.”
The opening decades of the nineteenth century saw another reversal as India began
to be appraised more critically. John Mill in the History of British India (1817) set the
trend and he was followed by others: J. Stuart Mill, Leopold von Ranke, (“nations of
eternal standstill”), and Karl Marx (“Asiatic Mode of Production”).
The critique of Orientalism, a “structure erected in the thick of an imperial contest
whose dominant wing it represented and elaborated not only as scholarship but as
partisan ideology,”7) does provide an overarching conceptual frame. However, this
needs to be tempered by an understanding that by drawing attention to alternative
conceptual schemes the study of non-Western societies has served Europeans as a
way to critically confront their own countries. They have searched for philosophical
and social systems that answered their needs and spoke to their concerns. This has
been evident in the past and is equally noticeable in the present: in the similarities that
postmodernist positions share with certain philosophical schools in Asia (eg. Lao
Tzu’s opposition to the artificial conventions imposed by language or the emphasis by
the Madhyamaka school of Nagarjuna on stripping away forms of language and expe-
rience on the human mind and its affinities with the “linguistic turn” of Nietzsche and
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Jacques Derrida). The popularity of Buddhism, particularly Zen with its emphasis on
the transient present as opposed to the timeless and eternal is also in part linked with
the de-centring of the self.8)
Asia and the Outside World
In India the earliest records describing and categorising the world are found in the
Puranas.9) The world is divided into seven dwipas10) and the central dwipa is known as
Jambu dwipa.11) The idea of the world being divided into seven dwipas or seven cli-
mates, seven seas, seven skies is first clearly mentioned in the Ramayana and Mahab-
harata. This method of categorising the world, by climates, has its origins among the
Greeks. Ptolemy, for instance, described the world as divided into twenty climates
(Gr. Klima for inclination).
The Arabs too, used this division but it applied to what they called the “habitable
quarter” as opposed to the “inhabitable quarter” which lay beyond. There was how-
ever, no agreement on either the starting point or the boundaries of the climatic zones.
Abul Fida, an Arab scholar writes that the first climatic zone started from the 12
degree northern latitude. The Persians who borrowed the idea in the early years of the
Christian era equated climate with empire or nation. The Zend Avesta mentions seven
empires or climates: the Arab, Persian, Slav, Turkish, Roman, Sind and Indian and the
Chinese empire. An Arab account divided the world into five major political divisions
with Iraq in the centre (Abu Zaid). As with other empires and countries each saw
themselves at the centre. In the medieval period it was Arab maps and knowledge of
the outside world that formed the basis of Indian understanding of the outside world.
Trade and cultural contacts with Western and Central Asia were extensive and with
China sporadic. Southern India had trade and cultural contacts with Southeast Asia
and so there must have been an understanding of this region though research on this
aspect is still very limited.
China
The characters 亜細亜 to designate Asia were first used in Mateo Ricci’s map of the
world (1602) and they were placed on the Ural region in the map. China was named as
the Great Ming Empire 大明国. There is some debate whether the term Asia was an
overarching reference which included the Ming or not but it is clear that the characters
used did not represent a good image of the area. There were other characters available
that would have been better. Originally, perhaps, there was a sense of hierarchy as the
character 亜 refers to the next rank (次) but it gradually acquired a sense of inferiority
(劣). In modern Chinese, America is 美国 whereas originally it was 亜美利加.
China has over the centuries had trade and cultural links with its neighbours in the
north-east, south-east and in the west. The interaction with the outside world has a
long history and there are geographical records describing the countries of the region
but it is not really clear how well they knew the political situation of these countries.
Buddhist travellers such as Fa Xian or Xuan Zang or later the Sung dynasty official
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Zhao Rugua have left records. The voyages of Zheng He and the records of those
explorations left by Ma Huan, the Yingyai shenglan do show that they were develop-
ing knowledge about these areas as they sought to ensure an environment conducive
to trade.12) Much as the Europeans had done, Zheng He carried not only gifts and
goods to trade but was accompanied by scholars and doctors who collected and cata-
logued medicinal plants. The termination of these voyages meant that China, much as
Tokugawa Japan was to do later, went into a more isolationist period that would end
only with the coming of the Europeans.
In the early nineteenth century, as China came to confront the Western powers, her
scholars and intellectuals sought to understand this new world. The works of scholars
such as Wei Yuan (Haiguo Tuzhi) or Xu Jiyu (Yinghuan Zhilüe) show that the Chi-
nese were learning about the world largely through Western sources and attempting to
gather information about Asia because it was the site of European colonisation and
rivalry. References to India in the Qing archives centre on the fact of its subjugation.
This is comparable to the concern in late Tokugawa and early Meiji Japan. The
Opium wars and the disruption that followed in the mid-nineteenth century drove
many Chinese to ponder the meaning of modernity and the onslaught of imperialism
and how best to defend itself. The success of the Japanese transformation as well its
military victory over China paradoxically attracted many Chinese to study in Japan.
In the 1890s many Chinese Republicans, as well as Japanese such as Miyazaki Toten,
began to see the fate of the two countries as inextricably linked together. However,
Japanese expansionist policies put an end to any East Asian alliance and the legacy of
that conflict continues to colour present day relations.
Japan
In the pre-Tokugawa period, the Japanese understanding of the world was largely
limited to China, Korea and India. Knowledge of India was indirect and very limited.
Even between China and Korea direct contact because of the exigencies of travel was
circumscribed and textual. The Portuguese Jesuit Luis Frois commented on Japanese
ignorance of the world. He wrote that once contact has taken place that the Japanese
were energetic in trying to learn geography and mathematics.13) Early maps are
largely Buddhist cosmologies rather than depictions of geographic formations. Maps
based largely on imagination began to change gradually and display a selective accu-
racy. Mateo Ricci had produced what was then the most accurate representation of the
physical world in this region and this became the basis of the Japanese world view as
well.
G. B. Sidotti’s map of the world (1645) also played an influential role in the Japa-
nese understanding and depiction of the world. His map along with Mateo Ricci’s
map, which reached Japan in 1605, was to provide the basis for most maps of the
world until the Bakumatsu period. These maps showed that the world was round and
that there were five continents. The new maps, based on Western methods and data,
were more detailed and drawn to scale providing greater accuracy and reliability.
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Arai Hakuseki using G. B. Sidotti’s map in Sairan igen replaced the Chinese char-
acters for Asia with katakana for the first time. These two usages, one using the char-
acters for Asia and the other of using katakana began at that time, but up to the time of
the Pacific War in the mid-twentieth century, the majority of maps used characters,
and it is really only since then that katakana has become the accepted way of writing
Asia. The word for east or t$oy $o originally referred to Japan and the surrounding seas,
but in the Meiji period it came to be associated geographically with Japan, China and
India and then with Asia or the Orient. Japan was indisputably a geographical part of
the East but whether it was part of Asia was open to debate and question.
The restrictions on trade and movement within Japan meant that the foreign popu-
lation within Japan was limited. The Chinese trading community was confined, as
were the Dutch. Koreans or Ryukyuan embassies were occasional and seem to pro-
vide more spectacle than any sustained contact. The Korean embassies, however, did
influence popular culture along the routes that they traversed. The Ainu in the north
enjoyed a degree of autonomy until the Russian explorations and attempts to establish
formal ties led the Tokugawa bakufu to strengthen its control over the area and began
the process of turning them into Japanese, even if an inferior version.14) Early illustra-
tions of foreigners show people from Asian region, such as the servants brought in by
the Dutch, but the basis of difference is seen in dress, custom and language ( fuzoku)
rather than any racial qualities. It was the modern world that transformed this way of
looking.
The Meiji use of Asia was not just a geographical description but represented a
political construction. In the Meiji agenda of developing the nation along Western
lines, Asia came to play a crucial role, either as an ally, or as a hinterland waiting to be
colonised to provide the resources for Japan to compete and equal the West. How-
ever, this was not an agenda that came fully articulated but was worked out over a
period of time. In the early Meiji period, for instance, the word minzoku (racial or
ethnic group) is hardly found and where it is, it is used in the sense of nationality, just
as kokutai (national polity) is also used by thinkers such as Fukuzawa Yukichi. Japan
is distinguished because it is an independent country with its own customs and man-
ners and not because it has a unique culture.
Fukuzawa Yukichi, as in many other aspects, provides an illustrative example of
how attitudes to this region were in the process of acquiring a modern, European
stamp. His writing introducing the West to Japanese readers have been widely stud-
ied, but they also introduced Asia through European eyes to Japan and that is an area
that needs to be looked at in more detail. Here let me just touch on this briefly. Fuku-
zawa provides a geographical description along with a survey of the major cultural
and political characteristics of the world in Bankoku ichiran and Sekai kuni zukushi.15)
The latter book devotes thirty-one pages to Europe and North America and twenty-
eight to the rest of the world (Asia nine pages, Africa and South America seven each
and five for the Pacific Islands). Fukuzawa says the world can be divided into five
continents (or six depending on whether north and South America are taken sepa-
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rately), or three regions (Asia, Europe and Africa), or into the New (North and South
America) and Old World (Asia, Africa and Europe). The Pacific Islands form, accord-
ing to him a separate world.
In Bankoku ichiran he begins with Asia arguing that though man had a common
ancestor, differences in climate and food have divided the population into five groups:
white, yellow, red, black and brown. The White people (race?) ( jinrui) live in Europe
and Western Asia, North Africa and America. The Yellow people live in China, Fin-
land and Lapland and the Red people are found in North and South America. The
black, who have yet to understand the meaning of “civilisation and progress” (kaika
shinpo), live in Africa south of the Sahara and as slaves in the United States. The
Pacific Islands, African coast and the East Indies (Malacca) are populated by Brown
people.
Fukuzawa goes beyond using merely geographical or racial differences. He also
divides the world according to the stage of development, first between barbarian and
civilised. The barbarians are distinguished by having no fixed abode and forever
searching for food and sustenance. The civilised, in contrast are settled, have rites,
believe in principles, have the ability to build and protect a social order. These two
broad categories are further sub-divided into four, a scale starting not from barbarian
but from mixed (confused) and moving through barbarian, undeveloped to civilised.
The mixed are represented by Central Africa, New Guinea and the Australian aborig-
inal; the barbarians by North Africa and Arabia, (though while describing Afghani-
stan and Turkestan he writes, “while they have names as independent countries they
are only iteki, alien peoples left underdeveloped by China, Turkey and Persia.16) In
these countries even though there is learning and culture the societies are under-de-
veloped because they dislike foreigners, discriminate against women and oppress the
weak. Finally, the civilised at the top of the scale are the United States, England,
France and Germany.
Fukuzawa then proceeds to divide the world according to the type of political sys-
tem: empire, kingdom or republic. He makes further distinctions based on the degree
of freedom and on that count both Germany and Russia are found autocratic. It is the
United States that he sees as the ideal of existing civilised society: its people enjoy
freedom and exercise control over authority. They lead a good life.
Fukuzawa gives a short description of Asia. He writes the word in katakana on the
map and he uses the characters 亜細亜. He sees both Turkey and Russia as border areas
that span both continents and consequently they have characteristics of both these
areas. He sees the Mongolian race as the dominant group in Asia but writes that there
is a great variety of people as there is of physical and climatic zones
From the Meiji period under the influence, even assault of Western ideas, the Japa-
nese became more self-conscious and in the process of building a nation sought to
identify their unique qualities. These they sought in the past and in their culture. En-
lightenment philosophy with its focus on generic human nature and singular civilisa-
tion did not lead to the polemical use of the Other to critique contemporary social
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forms. These are totally absent in Japanese writing. The Japanese subservience to the
West led them to seek ways to underscore their equality or even superiority. Building
on earlier intellectual currents that had asserted the superiority of indigenous ways
over foreign Chinese ideas some Japanese thinkers and the government sought to
define the sense of being Japanese by crafting a history of Japan based on its unique
past. One of the first “modern” histories of Japan, Nihon shiryaku was written for the
Paris Exposition and then used as a textbook in the Imperial universities.17) A divine
Emperor provided a convenient symbol of these assertions of the special origin of the
Japanese.
In this context it would be useful to explore the history of racial theories and how
they sought to define either the uniqueness or the commonalties that they shared with
their neighbours. But as Japanese domination extended from Taiwan to Korea and
then sought to bring continental China under its control it became necessary to find
links that would bind the empire together. Koreans were then seen as having the same
origins even if their present state did not match the Japanese. Kita Ikki for instance,
denies that Korea is a colony but asserts that it is really a part of Japan and should be
known as Seikaido.18) As Japan extended its empire, an empire that ultimately in-
cluded Manchuria, Siberia, Mongolia, China and the Philippines, Malay, Micronesia,
Polynesia the study of ‘men as a race” ( jinshuminzoku) became important. Similar
developments can be seen in the development of a national language (kokugo). The
idea of race (minzoku) first appears in the magazine Nihonjin, which stressed the pu-
rity of the Japanese, in the early 1890s. These developments lead to defining national-
ity (minzoku) in racial terms ( jinshu).19)
In the case of Korea, for instance, travellers writings hardly speak of the people,
except as part of the scenery. In their white clothes the Koreans recall for Japan a
bygone era, of Nara and Heian, but without its energy. The distancing of a people both
in time and space allowed them to be viewed as objects to be civilised while at the
same time arguing that they had the same origins.20)
Japan found in the idea of Asia a weapon to meet the challenge posed by Western
power and its claims to superiority. More than any feeling of commonality this instru-
mental use was dominant. As soon as Asia was discovered, often through European
eyes, Fukuzawa formulated his call to “transcend Asia” (datsu-A). The proliferation
of societies seeking the regeneration of Asia in general, and China in particular, as a
necessary pre-condition for the development of Japan, attest to the importance of an
Asian alliance. However, even the proponents of a regenerated Asia saw it more as a
way to defend Japan against the onslaught of Western culture than of any great unity
with Asia. Okakura’s famous sentence “Asia is one” was followed by “The Hima-
laya’s serve to divide.” Even as Japan extended its imperial control over peoples in
Asia, a number of societies proliferated which sought the regeneration of Asia: for
example, in 1877 the ShinA-sha (New Asia Society) (renamed K$o-A kai, the Raise
Asia Society, in 1880) was established by Okubo Toshimichi and others, followed in
1883 by the Ajia Ky $okai (Asian League) and in 1898 with the Higashi-Ajia-D$obunkai
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(Society for Common Culture in East Asia). In 1898 the D$obunkai merged with the
T$o-A kai (The East Asia Society), with Konoe Fumimaro as its head. The tension
between Datsu-A and K$o-A (to transcend Asia or to regenerate Asia) was later sub-
merged in the drive for empire and the creation of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosper-
ity Sphere (Dai T$o-A ky$oei ken).
The drive for independence among the colonised also worked to bring them closer
as they pursued common goals. The victory of Japan against Russia in 1905 was
heralded as the victory of an Asian power, even though within Japan many saw it as
capitalist aggression. Yet the legacy of colonial rule also had introduced new prob-
lems. Indians, for instance, had been used in China as part of the British India army
and fought in the Opium Wars, as well as to suppress the Taiping and the Yi Ho Tuan
or the Boxer’s. The image of India, in China, was coloured by this presence. Japanese
occupation of large parts of East and Southeast Asia has also left a bitter legacy and
the presence of overseas Chinese has often been seen as detrimental to the nationalist
efforts of the country.
Contemporary Asia
In March-April, 1947 the Asian Relations Conference was held in New Delhi. This
meeting sought to chart a course for the newly emerging nations and idealistically
hoped to build new bonds of Asian brotherhood. This attempt proved abortive as Cold
War politics divided the world into camps. Within the Asian region alternative paths
were sought: India found its future in non-alignment, China in Marxism, as inter-
preted by Mao, and Japan within the U.S. military alliance. These positions generated
their own compulsions and rivalry for leadership within the region. The American
presence in Asia and its war in Vietnam polarised the countries of the region so that
the demands of U.S.-U.S.S.R. rivalry shaped local and regional politics. The collapse
of the USSR has helped to attenuate these compulsions.
The intensification of global economic ties as well as the emergence of a so-called
global culture dominated by conglomerates from the developed world has produced
new tensions even as talk of a borderless world began to spread. Even as advocates
of civilisational conflict have found a strong voice, a global cultural practice has
emerged that subsumes differences within the dominant Euro-American system. As-
sertions of Asian or other cultural/civilisational identities must be understood within
the context of these trends. The conflict between Asian values and universal values
espoused by the United States has caused conflict as it is argued to be a way to impose
its political ideas in this region. Asian intellectuals have reacted sharply to Hunting-
ton’s thesis of a “clash of civilisations.”
Is Asia a colonial concept that has lost its meaning in the contemporary world? Or
are we witnessing the emergence of a regional identity? And should we have present
relations within the region skewed because of the colonial legacy or do we need to go
back to pre-colonial times to look at the pattern of intra-regional relations and percep-
tions? While considering these and other related questions it is also necessary to un-
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derstand that the world we live in is still very unevenly divided between the haves and
have-nots. The developed nations still control the resources, have preponderant mili-
tary power and exercise a cultural hegemony over the world. In the media industry
this is clearly apparent as an increasingly fewer number of corporations dominate the
globe and this has led to the erasing of differences of locality and region. An increas-
ingly mobile professional class peoples these institutions. Thus even though the peo-
ple may be of diverse cultural origins the cultural and political frame is Western
The new technologies of communications have allowed dispersed communities to
maintain links with the home country as well as with each other. Their role in “na-
tional” politics has become increasingly important as well. In the Asian region the
colonial dispersal of populations and the post-war movement needs to be examined to
see the way national and regional identities are evolving and the shape they are tak-
ing. It also is imperative to examine how far it is possible today to go beyond the
parameters of the global corporations and articulate truly local alternatives.
What of Asia? Is there a need to redefine and re-imagine this place? Is it bound by
religion (Islam, Hindu, Buddhist), ethical and value systems (Confucian, family), the
market (Japan and the erstwhile Tigers), or anti-colonialism (the non-aligned move-
ment, socialism). Are their other affinities that link the people of this region? And
what divides them? These are questions that will vary with place but they have an
importance for the countries of this region. In trying to understand these questions I
have argued that it becomes necessary to look at the varied genealogies of the idea of
Asia to understand the dynamics of contemporary interaction. The differences be-
tween an ideal of citizenship and the prevalent idea of race is an important pointer to
the type of tensions that exist and colour relationships today.
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